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INFO INSIGHTS

Using the Competencies for
Information Professionals
By using the competencies to document your expertise,
you can chart a path to professional sustainability.
BY STUART HALES

What does it take to become a librarian?
A degree in library science, presumably, or perhaps in a related field such
as information systems. But what about
a senior researcher—what’s required to
become one of those? Or a knowledge
manager, data scientist, content director, or any of the dozens of other roles
and titles that librarians hold?
What distinguishes librarians—and
workers in many other fields, including
law, medicine, engineering, finance,
and architecture—are their competencies, the skills, knowledge, and abilities
that enable them to perform their job
duties. While academic degrees may be
required for some jobs, the degrees are
essentially proxies for certain competencies. What employers are really seeking
is evidence that a potential employee
knows how to, and can, perform the
tasks that a specific job requires.
So, what competencies do information professionals in special librarianship
need to master? SLA has identified 15
of them—six “core” competencies and
nine “enabling” ones. Together, these
competencies are intended to provide
information professionals at all stages
of their careers and in all types of work
environments with a “common platform” for their unique skills and abilities.
Although information professionals
are not the only audience for the com-

petencies, the expectation is that they
will be the foremost users of them,
both to help communicate their skills to
employers and to guide their professional development. The former purpose
is the subject of Deborah Everhart’s
article, which asserts that information
professionals need to understand their
competencies and collect and curate
evidence of them so they can effectively
communicate the value of their skills to
their employers.
“Actual evidence, along with an
explanation of how it demonstrates
your competency, concretely shows an
employer your capabilities.” she writes.
“It helps you visualize how you can
apply this competency in a work environment, including demonstrating your
value in your current position.”
In a related article, Jim Matarazzo
and Toby Pearlstein approach the competencies from a sociological perspective and specifically through the lens of
Andrew Abbott, who studied how work
evolves into professions. Abbott noted
that many professions arise because
certain people start performing duties
that are not being done by anyone
else, and these duties thus become
the “jurisdiction” of those workers.
According to Matarazzo and Pearlstein,
the competencies for information professionals help special librarians define

STUART HALES is editor of Information Outlook and
content director for SLA. He can be reached at shales@sla.org.

their jurisdictions.
“Mastering the six core areas of expertise ... broadens your opportunities as
an information professional to compete
for a variety of jurisdictions within an
employment situation,” they write. “As a
student, mastering these six competencies makes you much more attractive
to a prospective employer because it
allows your ‘fit’ and skills to be viewed
from a much broader perspective.
Regardless of your professional status,
the competencies can encourage you
to think strategically about your skill
set rather than define yourself by a job
description.”
The competencies also factor into
the other articles in this issue, starting
with Lesley Ellen Harris’ “Info Rights”
column on licensing digital content.
One of the many skills referenced in
core competency #3, Information and
Knowledge Resources, is the ability to
“negotiate[e] appropriate pricing and
terms and conditions for the licensing
or acquisition of information resources.”
Sophia Guevara’s “Info Tech” column
on distance learning describes an activity, “teaching, training, and developing information literacy and associated
skills for stakeholders,” that is central to
core competency #1, Information and
Knowledge Services. And Karen White’s
“Marketing Matters” column on branding your library is a testament to the
value of one of the enabling competencies, marketing.
Even the member interview with
Dhanashree Date and Ayesha Malik—
who presented the best contributed
paper at SLA 2017—touches on the
competencies. Their paper, which
describes the evolution of their organization’s information center from one that
shared information to one that provides
competitive intelligence, evokes core
competency #4, Information and Data
Retrieval and Analysis, and specifically
the ability to “us[e] appropriate data
analysis, text analysis, visualization, and
similar tools to analyze information in
order to extract insights and meaning.”
To learn more about the competencies for information professionals, visit
https://www.sla.org/about-sla/competencies/—or just turn the page and start
reading!
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INSIDE INFO

L E A D E R S H I P
Leadership Symposium to
Feature Strengths Assessment
The 2018 SLA Leadership Symposium,
to be held January 28-30 in New
Orleans, will include an assessment
that is designed to help attendees identify and build on their skills so they can
be more successful in their jobs.
The Leadership Symposium will consist of two separate components of
focused leadership training. One component, Leadership Exploration and
Development (LEAD), is designed to
help attendees develop their leadership
potential for use on their job, within
SLA, and in their personal lives. LEAD
will include the StrengthsFinder assessment tool, which helps participants discover what they naturally do best and
cultivate their strongest talents.
The LEAD component will be led
by Jay Younger, an instructor and
facilitator whose clients include the
American Chemical Society, the Society
for Neuroscience, and the American
Physical Therapy Association.
The other component of the
Leadership Symposium is the SLA unit
and volunteer leader training. Designed
for SLA members serving in volunteer
leadership roles in SLA chapters, divisions, and caucuses, this training will
provide—
• Tips for using SLA Connect to
improve unit communication and
outreach;
• Strategic ideas for member engagement and succession planning; and
• Governance guidelines and recommendations for unit structure and
organization.
In addition to offering the leadership
and volunteer training components, the
Leadership Symposium will also provide time for SLA committees, advisory
councils, and other groups to conduct
meetings. The SLA chapter and division
cabinets will host a “meet and greet”
with the cabinet board liaisons, including Valerie Perry, the newly elected
2

S Y M P O S I U M
chapter cabinet chair-elect, and Alex
Grigg Dean, the new division cabinet
chair-elect.

Registration Opens
for SLA 2018
Registration is now open for the SLA
2018 Annual Conference, to be held
June 9-13 in Baltimore, Maryland.

The conference is the premier event
for information professionals who want
to develop essential skills, network with
colleagues, explore noteworthy trends
in knowledge and information management, and build relationships with
leading information product and service
providers. The conference will feature
more than 100 education sessions,
networking events, and business meetings as well as an exhibit hall with
100-plus vendors and a “Main Street’
featuring kiosks representing SLA’s
chapters (geographic entities, such as
the Maryland Chapter) and divisions
(discipline-specific entities, such as the
Engineering Division).
The 2018 conference will mark the
inauguration of a partnership between
SLA and the SLA Pharmaceutical and

•

S L A

2 0 1 8

Health Technologies Division (DPHT) to
co-locate the division’s annual meeting
with the SLA Annual Conference. In
2017, the SLA Annual Conference was
held June 16-20 in Phoenix, while the
DPHT Annual Meeting was held April
2-4 in Philadelphia.
In Baltimore, the DPHT meeting
is scheduled for June 9–10 at the
Sheraton Inner Harbor Hotel. The colocation of the DPHT Annual Meeting
and SLA’s annual conference will give
pharmaceutical and health technologies specialists in the information profession the opportunity to attend two
major industry meetings in one location.
In addition to the DPHT meeting, several pre-conference activities, including certificate courses and business
meetings, will be held June 9-10. SLA
2018 will officially kick off the morning
of Monday, June 11, with a keynote
address by Dr. Carla Hayden, the librarian of Congress. She is the fourteenth
person to hold that post and the first
woman and first African-American.
The conference logo is a play on
“Bmore,” one of Baltimore’s nicknames, and helps convey the message
that SLA 2018 can equip attendees
with skills and knowledge that will help
them “be more” on their jobs and in
their careers. Its color blocks are a nod
to Baltimore’s pop culture—it was the
setting for the musical “Hairspray” and
is home to its writer and director, John
Waters—and the diversity of information professionals who comprise SLA’s
membership. It also represents the
doors of the many row houses that
dot Baltimore’s neighborhoods and the
“doors of opportunity” that SLA opens
to information professionals. SLA

To register for the
2018 SLA Leadership Symposium or
the SLA 2018 Annual Conference,
visit www.sla.org.
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A Strategic Roadmap
for Professional
Sustainability?
SLA’S COmpetenCIeS fOr InfOrmAtIOn prOfeSSIOnALS
CAn HeLp yOu CHArt A SuStAInAbLe CAreer, but YOU muSt
Set tHe COurSe fOr yOur prOfeSSIOnAL jOurney.
BY JAMES M. MATARAZZO, MLS, PHD, AND TOBY PEARLSTEIN, MLS, PHD

I

n April 2016, the SLA Board of
Directors approved a revised set
of Competencies for Information
Professionals that articulated six
“core competencies” (Figure 1) and
nine “enabling competencies” (Figure
2). Together, these core and enabling
competencies recognize that “data,
information, and knowledge are critical
to the functioning of modern organizations and today’s society” (SLA 2016).
David Shumaker, chair of the SLA
task force that promulgated the revised
competencies, stated that the overarching value of these guidelines is
their ability to be used by information
professionals (and those with whom
they work) at all stages of their career,
whether as a student “trying to make
sense of their school’s curriculum and
select the right courses” or as a manag-

er working with their Human Resources
Department to craft a job description for
a new position (Shumaker 2016). (The
revised competencies were not solely
the work of the six task force members—input was invited from all SLA
members, both online and in person at
open meetings during the 2015 Annual
Conference.)
This article focuses on the revised
competencies and how they might provide not just a strategic roadmap for
your professional sustainability, but a
framework that can help you react and
adapt to unexpected road closures,
detours, construction, demolition, and
expansions. Whether you are a current
practitioner, a student in an LIS program, or someone contemplating entering an LIS program, you are devoting at
least some of your time to trying to dis-

cern whether a career as an information
professional is sustainable, especially in
special libraries. We should state plainly, up front, that we believe it is, but we
hasten to add two caveats: (1) given the
pace of change in the world of information management (a pace driven by the
exponential increase in the amount of
information that needs to be managed
to make it usable) and the increasing
tendency of every person who uses
information to fancy himself or herself
a researcher, no career-mapping strategy can be left to run on autopilot; and
(2) neither practitioners nor students
should assume that it is someone else’s
responsibility (e.g., the responsibility of
an employer or professor) to drive their
careers. Certainly, others can help navigate, but it is up to you to set the course
of your professional journey.

JIM MATARAZZO is dean and professor emeritus of the School of Library and Information Science
at Simmons College. He served on a task force appointed to revise SLA’s Competencies for Information
Professionals in 2014-2016. TOBY PEARLSTEIN was director of global information services at Bain
& Company until retiring in 2007. Toby and Jim are co-authors of Special Libraries: A Survival Guide
(2013) and the forthcoming Emerald Handbook of Modern Information Management. Inquiries should
be directed to james.matarazzo@simmons.edu or toby.pearlstein@comcast.net.
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The Path to Jurisdiction
In his 1988 sociological study The
System of Professions: An Essay on the
Division of Expert Labor, author Andrew
Abbott examined how modern societies
institutionalize expertise and how “the
common form of that institutionalization
[is] professionalism.” Abbott identified
several characteristics that are common to fields of work that evolved into
professions. Theoretically, these characteristics tend to occur, if not in an
exact sequence, close upon each other.
The first action in the sequence is
disruption, which occurs when people
in an organization start doing things that
need to be done. The implication is that
these things are not already being done
by someone else, so by filling the vacuum, the workers are effectively staking
out a new “jurisdiction” for themselves.
Abbot argues that this disturbance or
disruption in how things get done is part
of a profession’s development.
Sometimes the disruption is driven
not by the need to fill a vacuum, but by
an internal dispute among competitors
for a particular jurisdiction (something
that should be familiar to IS professionals). The disruption may also be caused
by external factors, such as “the opening of new task areas for jurisdiction and
by destroying old jurisdictions” (Abbott
1988). Here, the reader can give some
thought to the rise of knowledge management and competitive intelligence
or to newer, non-traditional opportunities to apply IS skills, such as in data
analytics, text mining, talent acquisition,
or development or fundraising support.
Overall, Abbott identified two specific
sources of disruptions in a jurisdiction,
both of which will be familiar to IS
professionals. First, in a particularly
prescient comment for the 1980s, he
noted that “[t]oday, new technologies
create potential jurisdiction both rapidly and often.” The second source is
change within organizations.
After the disruption occurs, other
events leading to professionalization
occur quickly thereafter:
• Training issues lead to the creation
of schools.

4

Figure 1

• Higher standards develop, followed
by longer training, earlier commitment to the profession, and the rise
of a group of full-time teachers.
• A professional association is created.
• Specific attempts are made to separate the competent from the incompetent.
• Routine work is delegated to paraprofessionals.
• An ethics code is created.
We should not be surprised, given
all of the above, that Abbott devoted
an entire chapter to testing his theories on the information professions.
He concluded that “members of various professions continue to enter the
[Information] area, and while some are
trained directly for it, there is no indication of a single group capable of general jurisdiction”—an assessment that
has been further exacerbated by the

increasingly broad definition of “information worker” or the more frequently
used term “knowledge worker.” Abbott
described the information professions
as extremely permeable, with no coherent set of people having emerged to
take jurisdiction.
We clearly hear echoes of this statement in 2017. Whether this is a good or
bad thing for information professionals
is hard to assess. Do such permeability
and lack of jurisdiction still exist today in
the information professions? We believe
so, depending on the type of organization in which the information service
operates; however, we would argue they
represent more of an opportunity for
information professionals than a threat.
This makes the revised competencies
an extremely beneficial tool, regardless
of the stage of your career.

Focus on What Matters
The value of referencing Abbott’s
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Figure 2

research with respect to SLA’s revised
competencies lies in how he sums
up the professionalization process as
roughly three steps—disturbances,
jurisdictional contests, and transformations leading to balance—that often
overlap and inevitably continue in an
evergreen cycle. Using Abbott’s terminology, the core and enabling competencies provide a framework for establishing jurisdiction, although the reality
for information professionals today is
that their jurisdiction is often characterized by fluidity.
The path to sustainability lies in taking actions to align your jurisdiction with
what your employer needs and values.
For students and practitioners, the competencies framework articulates the skill
sets needed to compete for one or more
jurisdictions, depending on the desired
career path. Opportunities abound, but
the competition is relentless.
For example, Anand Swaminathan
and Jurgen Meffert, in their new book,
Digital@Scale: The Playbook You Need
to Transform your Company, write
about how the “digital thought process”
fits (or doesn’t) into the overall culture
of a company. Their focus on reinventing the core of a business and the key
elements of digital transformation is
just one small example of the many
discussions taking place in businesses

today (and in the business literature)
about how companies can effect a digital transformation. Not coincidentally,
three of the six core competencies (see
Figure 1) address technology-related
capabilities, and all nine of the enabling
competencies (see Figure 2) pertain
in some way to new opportunities for
employment or job enrichment (and,
therefore, sustainability) related to the
digital thought process.
The digital thought process may
already be well established in many
organizations, so getting on board with
it is crucial to information professionals’
sustainability. Equally critical, at least
in organizations that are behind the
curve of this transformation to digital, is
the ability/willingness of an information
services professional to be a thought
leader in this area (by utilizing most if
not all of the enabling competencies
shown in Figure 2). Without mastering
the six core competencies and infusing them with enabling skills (both
through specific course work and practical job experience), this sustainability
will prove elusive.
Why do the core competencies matter? One might argue, as Abbott did,
that these six competencies are not
necessarily unique to librarianship;
rather, they might be valued in a variety
of information-related professions. We

think this is a benefit, not a drawback,
and it should be exploited. Mastering
the six core areas of expertise (information ethics being unique in that it is
a competency that permeates all the
others) broadens your opportunities as
an information professional to compete for a variety of jurisdictions within
an employment situation. As a student, mastering these six competencies
makes you much more attractive to a
prospective employer because it allows
your “fit” and skills to be viewed from a
much broader perspective. Regardless
of your professional status, the competencies can encourage you to think strategically about your skill set rather than
define yourself by a job description.
The nine so-called enabling competencies are primarily related to soft
skills and, unlike the core competencies, are not unique to librarianship or
the information professions. So why do
they matter, and how do they relate to
professional sustainability?
We believe you cannot position yourself to compete (e.g., for a job or promotion or resources) without acquiring
at least a working knowledge of these
interconnected skills. You may initially
be more proficient at some than at
others, but it is a mistake to minimize
the importance of working on each during the course of your education and
career. Your proficiency in each of them
can differentiate you from the competition and, perhaps, even reinforce why
your mastery in a particular jurisdiction
will make the most valued contribution
to the organization’s success, however
that is defined.
It is our strong belief that one of the
enabling competencies, keep learning
(also known as lifelong or continuous learning), deserves greater attention. Today, the workplace continues
to change, and we all need to be
ready and willing to adapt. Artificial
Intelligence, in particular, is going to
replace much low-skill work.
Some knowledge and skills required
by many employers today might well
become irrelevant in a few years, if
not months. Twenty years ago, the
profession was abuzz with continu-
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ing education (CE) classes from many
providers, but over time, interest in CE
has waned. We speculate that there are
many reasons for this—some driven
by individual information professionals unable or unwilling to understand
the many changes happening in the
workplace and their profession and to
commit their own time and (if necessary) money to remain current, others
driven by employers reluctant to provide time and/or funding for continuous
learning. This has led to a drop-off in
the availability of CE courses offered
by both professional associations and
MLS programs, even in an environment
when other opportunities for continuous
learning abound. (For another view on
the importance of continuous learning
and its contribution to your sustainability, see the accompanying sidebar by
Susan DiMattia.)

Are We Relevant,
or Aren’t We?
It is often difficult for customers of our
information centers/services to understand precisely what we do. In our
research, we have heard the following
phrase: “It seemed old-fashioned.” It
has not been clear whether “it” meant
the place or those who worked in it.
Regardless, with all of the changes
taking place in how information is produced and made available, we librarians and other information professionals have found it ever more difficult
to explain how we contribute to the
information process.
This sets up the question of whether
the information specialist is needed at
all, whether as an intermediary or in
some other capacity. Moreover, if information professionals are needed, what
knowledge, skills, and abilities should
they possess, and in what way can
basic and continuing education to this
end be most effectively and productively offered? These questions must be
answered by the faculties of our schools
of library and information studies (with
the input of practitioners and employers, of course), for if the questions of

6

need and relevance are answered in the
negative, the role of these schools and
their faculties becomes unsustainable.
Therefore, it is not enough for SLA
simply to create the competencies
framework and send it out into the IS
universe, hoping that professionals and
would-be professionals will incorporate
it into their plans or that LIS and related
programs will institutionalize it as part
of their curricula. In fact, it is foolish to
hope that by just posting the competencies framework on a bulletin board
(real or virtual), students and faculty
will read it and actually internalize its
message. The world of special libraries
as we know it has been in transition—
sometimes for the better, too often
not—for at least the past decade, if
not longer. When our contribution is
not demonstrated in ways aligned with
our employer’s needs, our relevance is
called into question and we are unable
to compete for those jurisdictions where
we can make the most impact. When
we are not able, or do not choose, to
seek out and seize new opportunities
to contribute to organizational success,
our relevance is called into question.
At the beginning of this article, we
asked whether the SLA Competencies
for Information Professionals are a strategic roadmap for professional sustainability. The six core competencies
will not likely be found as the titles of
courses in any LIS program; rather, they
represent knowledge and skills that are
expected to be acquired during the
course of pursuing a master’s degree.
The required courses in most LIS programs are usually mapped to the goals
and objectives of the overall program,
not to the competencies recommended by various information professional
associations. This means that it is up to
students (and their faculty advisors) to
keep all of the competencies, both core
and enabling, in mind when selecting
their course of study.
It also behooves the curriculum committees of schools offering the MLS
degree to link their courses to these
competencies. It might even require

the American Library Association (ALA)
to make its Accreditation Standard II.4
more aggressive than simply stating,
“Design of general and specialized curricula takes into account the statements
of knowledge and competencies developed by relevant professional associations” (ALA 2015). Yes, these programs must state “learning outcomes”
as part of meeting ALA’s Accreditation
Standards, but whether “learning outcomes” and “competencies” are one
and the same, we cannot say. Further
research into this relationship is highly
recommended.
We believe the SLA Competencies
can provide a roadmap to sustainability.
What is required at the present time
is for each of us to acknowledge that
it is not solely the responsibility of our
employer or professors or professional association to create our individual
roadmap. The competencies are in our
hands; the framework is there for us to
exploit. There are all sorts of folks who
can help us navigate our professional
careers, and their input is critical to
our success. Ultimately, though, it’s
on us. SLA
RESOURCES
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LIFELONG LEARNING AND COMPETENCIES: ANTIDOTES TO CHANGE
BY SUSAN DIMATTIA, MLS

The reality of change and the application of core competencies as information environments evolve continue to be
key elements of professional conversations at all levels.
The success of individual information professionals relies
on the development of a strong understanding of the personal responsibility to continuously upgrade and evaluate
competencies while creating a strategic career plan to
reach each person’s definition of success.
All major professional library associations, including
some with very specialized memberships, have a history
of producing and circulating documents intended to outline and explain the competencies they have identified as
requirements for achieving success in their fields. In most
cases, these documents do not include methods of gauging progress and success in attaining the competencies.
In addition, there is little to no anecdotal evidence of how,
or even if, graduate schools and continuing education
programs are incorporating the competencies guidelines
into their course development. (The exceptions are the
American Association of Law Librarians and the Medical
Library Association, where instructors are required to
highlight the competencies that will result from the completion of their professional development programs.)
All too often, graduate students in library and information science, confronting for the first time any one of
the statements of professional skills and competencies,
panic and declare loudly, “I can’t do/be all of these.”
Such an introduction to competencies can be a formidable encounter. My advice to students has always been,
“Pick three competencies and master those. When you
feel comfortable, pick three more and begin the process
again.”
This “baby steps” approach seems to have a calming
influence, at least for an initial period. But if professional
success is your ultimate goal, you must stretch beyond
your comfort zone.

Why is it valuable to create a personal career strategic
plan? It may move you away from an unsatisfactory job, or
it may breathe new life into your commitment to your chosen profession by opening new doors and providing new
opportunities for learning and advancing.
So, how do you recognize when it is time to create a
strategy for your career? There are numerous reasons why
it might be time to consider taking a critical look at your
professional life. Ask yourself the following questions:
• Have there been changes in your personal life?
• Is there a downward trend in the stability of your type of
library or your specific job?
• Do you recognize that it’s time for some continuing
education, but you’re unsure which avenue will be most
productive and satisfying?
• Are you in the fairly common position of working for an
impossible boss or on a team that does not share your
goals and values?
• Are you in need of new skills to add value to your life
and work?
Continuing education (lifelong learning) is an essential
commitment by every professional in search of success.
Mastering professional skills and competencies is integral
to that commitment. Keep the following considerations in
mind when pondering how to integrate the competencies
and lifelong learning into your professional development:
• Not everyone will need to be proficient in all of the
competencies prescribed by professional associations.
Select those that meet your needs and are compatible
with your goals.
• Competencies do not necessarily need to be acquired/
strengthened only in a traditional academic setting.
• Create a personal career strategic plan as your “roadmap” on the quest for success.
• Explore new fields to gain insights into ideas that transfer to your goals.

SUSAN DIMATTIA is a consultant and educator who has taught on the faculties of four library schools, with
emphases on special library management, marketing, leadership and management, and communication skills for
information professionals. This sidebar is excerpted from her chapter, “Education for Success: Multiple Avenues
and Options,” in The Emerald Handbook of Modern Information Management, to be published in December
2017 by Emerald Publishing. She can be reached at sdimattia@optonline.net.
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Communicating
Competencies
for Information
Professionals

In Our knOwLedge eCOnOmy, A CLeAr underStAndIng Of yOur Own COmpetenCIeS
And HOw yOu CAn AppLy tHem wILL COntInuOuSLy ACCrue vALue.
BY DEBORAH EVERHART, PHD

I

n today’s knowledge economy,
good jobs and career progression require ever-higher levels
of rapidly changing skills (see
Carnavale 2013). A single credential or
a stable set of well-known job skills is
no longer sufficient for career success.
Most of us can expect numerous career
transitions that will require “upskilling”
and professional development. This is a
challenge not only for individuals trying
to navigate their career progression, but
also for employers, many of whom are
citing an inability to find people with
necessary skills as a critical business
concern (SHRM 2016).
The world of information professionals is no exception; in fact, the level
and complexity of knowledge and skills
required for career progression in this
field are arguably escalating faster than
in other fields. In the scramble to keep

up, employers, educators, professional
associations such as SLA, and especially information professionals themselves
need effective ways of articulating the
knowledge, skills, and abilities that are
professionally relevant. A shared language of competencies is a critical
component in addressing this need.
In 2016, SLA revised its Competencies
for Information Professionals, the goal of
which is to “provide a common platform
in which each information professional
is able to find his or her unique competencies represented” (SLA 2016).
In practical terms, this competency set
provides—
• Clear, shared statements to describe
what an individual knows and can do;
• Building blocks for describing what’s
entailed in a role at a specific
organization;

• A framework for designing an effective, competency-aligned curriculum
and training materials;
• A map to define the relationships
between these competencies and
other competencies, such as specializations; and
• A template individuals can apply as
they collect and curate their own evidence of competencies.
The competencies document provides a shared framework for stakeholders to communicate the knowledge,
skills, and abilities that are relevant in
the field of information management.
Employers can use it to understand
the skills that information professionals
contribute to achieving business goals.
Educators can use it to design a curriculum that is applicable to specific pro-

DEBORAH EVERHART is vice president of design and innovation at Learning Objects, an educational technology company
developing competency-based, interoperable learning environments and credentials. She has served as a strategic advisor for
the American Council on Education and is a leader in the IMS Global working groups defining standards for competencies,
extended transcripts, open badges, and digital credentials. She can be reached at everhart@georgetown.edu.
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fessional responsibilities. Prospective
information professionals can use it to
understand the profession and what will
be expected of them. Current information professionals can use it to articulate
their own competencies and navigate
their career progression.

The Professional ‘Currency’
of Competencies
To make effective use of competencies, we need to understand why a
particular set of competencies is valuable. Competencies don’t have value in
and of themselves; they accrue value
as stakeholders use them to represent
“currency” in “exchanges.” Therefore,
we need to understand the relationships among the stakeholders as well
as what they are exchanging. In general
terms, the stakeholders are as follows:
1. Individuals who have mastered
competencies (they hold the currency of their own competencies);
2. Education or training organizations that help individuals master
competencies and verify that mastery (they help individuals generate
and hold more currency);
3. Employers who seek individuals
who have mastered competencies
(they “consume” the currency);
and

• Individuals and employers can invest
in educational and training programs
that lead to mastery of specific competencies that are needed.
• Educators can verify the mastery of
specific competencies and provide
transparency with regard to what’s
included in their credentials.
• Individuals can articulate their own
competencies and provide evidence.
• Employers can find employees and
verify that they have the necessary
competencies.
Applying this logic to the information management field, we see that
the Competencies for Information
Professionals provides a basis for investing in the currency of competencies for
information professionals. Stakeholders
in this field can increase the value of
these competencies by using them
effectively in their own areas of influence, as the following examples reveal:
•

Employers can refer to specific SLA
competencies in their job descriptions.

•

Educators can refer to specific SLA
competencies in their curriculum
and design their assessments to
provide valid verification of mastery
of these competencies.

•

Educational and training organizations can explicitly document mastery of specific SLA competencies
in their credentials.

•

Information professionals can refer
to specific SLA competencies in
their résumés and include evidence to back up their claims.

•

Employers, educators, professional
and governmental organizations,
and others can endorse the SLA
competency set.

•

SLA and/or other organizations
can map the SLA competencies
to other relevant competency and
skill taxonomies, such as the U.S.
Department of Labor O*NET occupations.

4. Endorsers who vouch for the validity of competencies (they reinforce
the currency).
The practical exchanges among
these stakeholders include, among
other things, getting a job or advancing
a career, hiring or promoting a valuable
employee, and paying for education or
training for the purpose of acquiring
competencies. When competencies
are defined and used in ways that are
transparent, relevant, and valid, stakeholders benefit from shared, understood value in their exchanges. This
value takes many forms:
• Individuals understand which competencies they need for a specific
job or career path.

•

SLA and/or other organizations
can provide guidance for using
the SLA competency set in effective ecosystems, using strategies
such as those set forth in the
American Council on Education’s
Communicating the Value of
Competencies (Everhart, Bushway,
and Schejbal 2016).

Understanding Your
Own Competencies
How can you, as an information professional, derive the most value from the
SLA competencies? The first step is to
gain a better understanding of the competencies you have mastered; by extension, you will also gather useful insights
into gaps you might want to address.
Start by reviewing the SLA competencies in light of your own experience.
Take notes on your own experience and
abilities in each of the specific areas,
including where, when, and how you
learned the competency and applied
it in a relevant context. Did you learn it
in a course or training program? On the
job? From a colleague? Did you take a
formal assessment or pass a certification exam? Do you have a credential
or some other verification of what you
learned? Have you applied this competency in your current job? Prior jobs?
Do you have work samples or other evidence demonstrating how you applied
the competency?
You might find it useful to go through
questions that are geared toward
self-assessment, such as the Global
Learning Qualifications Framework.
These questions will prompt you to
think about your education and experiences and how you articulate your own
learning achievements.
You will also need to understand
your own competencies in the context of occupational categories and job
requirements. Review the skills required
for your current position and consider
how they are related to the SLA competencies. Talk to your human resources
associate about the job descriptions
for positions related to yours that you
might want to advance into, including
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any lateral moves that interest you.
Review your competencies in light of
these other positions to consider how
you could advance and/or move into
higher levels of responsibility in your
current position. You can also explore
occupations and job requirements more
broadly at career sites like the U.S.
Department of Labor’s CareerOneStop.
This investment of time and reflection will help you understand not only
your own competencies but also your
readiness for job opportunities, your
interest in areas of specialization, and
skills gaps that you might want to fill
through education, training, or on-thejob experience.

Curating Your Own Evidence
of Competencies
As you take notes and reflect on your
own competencies, you can also begin
to collect evidence to back up your
competencies. Actual evidence, along
with an explanation of how it demonstrates your competency, concretely
shows an employer your capabilities. It
helps you and others visualize how you
can apply this competency in a work
environment, including demonstrating
your value in your current position.
For example, for the SLA competency titled Information and Knowledge
Services: Teaching, training, and developing information literacy and associated skills for stakeholders, your
evidence could be training materials
and the assessment results of those
you trained. For the competency titled
Information and Knowledge Systems
and Technology: Coding using appropriate scripting and other tools, your evidence could be code samples. For the
competency titled Information and Data
Retrieval and Analysis: Interviewing
and consulting with community members to identify and clarify information
and knowledge needs, your evidence
could be an interview template and
description of your methodology. Think
creatively about ways to make this evidence useful and relevant for yourself
and others.
Specific work products from your job

10

might not be appropriate evidence in
some circumstances; for example, they
might include proprietary or sensitive
information that you cannot store or
share for legal or ethical reasons. If you
cannot collect specific work products,
explanations and/or descriptions of the
artifacts you produced and your methodology for producing them can still
provide valuable concrete information
about your competencies.
In some cases, the evidence will
be credentials, including degrees, certificates, certifications, licensures, and
badges issued by authorized educational institutions and professional organizations. These might not explicitly include
information about the competencies
you mastered to earn these credentials,
so you should request from the issuing
institution a detailed description of the
credential to find information about
the competencies included, which are
sometimes called “learning outcomes.”
You might also find this information in
course descriptions or syllabi from the
courses you took.
If this type of information is not available, you can decipher an understanding of the competencies you mastered
using the same strategy of reflection
you’re using in other areas. (If you are
considering investing in an education
or training program to fill competency
gaps, request detailed information from
the institution about the competencies
included in the program so you can
make sure the course or program meets
your needs.)
As you collect evidence, keep in mind
the difference between self-reported
evidence and verified evidence. Verified
evidence from an authorized organization is more powerful than evidence
that’s backed up only by your own
assertion that you produced the artifact.
The more trusted the organization that’s
providing the verification—for example,
an industry organization that’s endorsed
by the employer—the more valued the
currency of the competency.
Verified evidence can now come from
a wide variety of sources because digital
credentials are becoming more common. These include digital transcripts,

certifications, and badges from education and training providers, assessment
organizations, professional associations,
and community groups. Employers generally value employees who can apply
their skills in a variety of circumstances,
so don’t discount the work you’ve done
as a volunteer and/or in non-work environments. A collection of these different types of evidence provides a wellrounded view of who you are and what
you’re capable of doing.
As you gain awareness of your own
competencies, you’ll find it useful to
collect digital evidence and artifacts
continuously. Ongoing curation of evidence not only avoids the problem of
trying to gather and retrieve materials
in a rush when there’s a timely opportunity, it also encourages you to be constantly aware of your own competencies
and what you’re learning and achieving. Curation of your own evidence is
important for building confidence and
keeping an ongoing professional development mindset.
Remember, your ability to articulate
and describe your own competencies
is evidence as well—it reflects your
detailed understanding of the field, your
knowledge of what it means to be
professionally capable, and your cleareyed analysis of your own strengths,
weaknesses, and aspirations. The time
and effort you spend documenting and
communicating your own competencies is a solid investment that will help
you successfully navigate the maze of
career opportunities ahead of you.

The Benefits of
Communicating Competencies
Information professionals understand
quite well the importance of ongoing
development of knowledge, skills, and
abilities. In our knowledge economy, a
clear understanding of your own competencies and how you can apply them
will continuously accrue value. This
value is relevant for individuals and for
other stakeholders as well, and conveys
the following benefits:
• Enhancing an information professional’s ability to clearly communi-
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cate readiness for a specific position
or career advancement;
• Helping employers and employees
visualize career pathways;
• Increasing employers’ efficiency and
accuracy in the hiring and promotion
processes;
• Assisting educators in the effective
design of education and training programs that are transparently aligned
to competencies; and
• Heightening the ability of professional associations to provide relevant
services to members.
Improved communication about competencies for information professionals
builds the currency value of these competencies and strengthens the profession. Start using the SLA competencies
to communicate your value and further
your career. SLA
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10 Questions:
Dhanashree Date
and Ayesha Mallik
A GROUNDING IN COMPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE AND A DESIRE TO COMPARE
THEIR SERVICES WITH THOSE OF THEIR GLOBAL COLLEAGUES LED TWO
LIBRARIANS IN INDIA TO WRITE AND PRESENT A PAPER AT SLA 2017.
BY STUART HALES

T

en time zones. 14,150 kilometers. The world’s largest
ocean. And, of course, one
very long flight (two flights,

actually).
The distance between Dhanashree
Date and Ayesha Mallik and the SLA
2017 Annual Conference was imposing
by any measure, but perhaps the most
important distance couldn’t be measured in terms of time or length. It was
the distance in terms of library services
and performance—specifically, how
the Information Resource Centre (IRC)
at their organization, Tata Consultancy
Services, compares to libraries and
information centers staffed by SLA
members in other countries.
Happily for Dhanashree and Ayesha,
the distance was negligible. “...[M]any

of our processes and services and
offerings are on the same plane, and
even the issues and problems seem to
be common across all of these organizations, despite operating in diverse
environments,” says Ayesha.
And in at least one regard, the IRC is
ahead of its peers. While at SLA 2017,
Ayesha and Dhanashree presented a
contributed paper about the IRC’s transition from providing information to its
internal clients to supporting competitive and market intelligence activities.
Their paper was judged the best at
SLA 2017, earning Dhanashree and
Ayesha free registration to SLA 2018 in
Baltimore.
Information Outlook interviewed
Ayesha and Dhanashree about the
paper, their experience at SLA 2017,

STUART HALES is content director at SLA and editor of
Information Outlook.
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and what they see as the next phase
in the continuing evolution of the Tata
IRC.
Your paper, “From Information to
Intelligence: The Tata Consultancy
Services Information Resource Centre,”
was named the best contributed paper
at the SLA 2017 Annual Conference.
What made you decide to write a
contributed paper and travel halfway
around the world to present it?
Ayesha: Co-writing a paper is always a
challenge, and in the case of this paper,
it was an interesting one. Dhanashree
leads the team that actually executes
this service, and I looked at it from a
strategic point of view. We connect
well on the spirit behind this service,
which was added as we evolved over
the years, and we see it taking our outfit
even further in the future. That’s how
we look at it and would like to uphold it.
In such fora, it is exciting to see
where exactly we stand in the global
context. That’s what I was really looking out for. I was very happy to see that
many of our processes and services
and offerings are on the same plane,
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and even the issues and problems
seem to be common across all of
these organizations, despite operating
in diverse environments.
Dhanashree: “Competitive intelligence” was one of the key words in
the call for papers that was announced.
That caught our attention, really. By
now we are very strongly rooted in this
activity here in the IRC, so we have
much to share on this topic.
Secondly, of course, the place—the
coveted SLA platform—opens up a
whole global perspective of our profession, so it helps us understand where
we are standing now and where we can
leap next. So I guess it was all about the
relevancy of the topic and forum for us.
Although you’re both employed by the
same organization, you live and work in
different cities. How did you divide the
responsibilities for writing the paper,
and what were the biggest challenges
you faced?
Ayesha: We are pretty well connected. One thing I’m sure many corporate
libraries would agree on is that you have
to keep your head above the water, so
the unit in the context of the organization always keeps itself on a tightrope.
We are like that, and we’ve evolved over
time to have a good understanding of
each other’s roles and tasks and are
always mindful of how we fit into the
greater scheme of things. Being like
that makes it easier.
We also connected on the sorts of
things we wanted to say and present. I
work in project and program management, so I’m in a position at the corporate level to be privy to the unit’s overall
function as well as that of the sub-units.
The challenge for us was to find common free time to put our heads together. Even though you have plans, they
often fail, but you have to keep trying—
and somehow, as deadlines approach,
things fall into place. And the pleasure
of the final product is enhanced by the
memory of the struggle! So we each
wrote from our points of view, and we
shared our writing, argued, and went
back and forth until it took shape.
Dhanashree: I very much agree with

what Ayesha is saying. The scale and
size of our organization actually makes
it very pressing for the associates to
work in a fragmented environment and
yet function as one cohesive unit, so it
is seeped into our DNA to cross-work
within the IRC, whether it is an information product we are working on or a
report or a presentation or a review. So
working together on this paper from two
different cities really wasn’t anything
different for us.
To begin with, as Ayesha said, we
decided to work on the skeleton of the
paper, but we decided to do it independently so we could keep our different
streams of thought flowing and not
poison each other with our own ideas.
We then retained the commonalities
and added the differentiators—all the
differentiators that emanated from our
distinct roles that we perform within
the IRC.
As Ayesha mentioned, I head the
research and information products
team, so I could focus strongly on the
product development cycle that we
mentioned in the paper—the collaborations, the ROI vs. VOI angle, the case
studies, all of those. And Ayesha’s role
as a project management officer gave
a very good perspective on the team
competencies, the professional development, and the re-skilling that we
talked about. So, in all, we did not tread
or trample on each other.
As far as the challenges are concerned, except that the deadline was
fast approaching in the whole medley
of work that we were doing, honestly I
cannot think of any other as such.

where there is something that is regularly pressing, but yet they can’t help
themselves to it. That is where the
opportunities lie, so you walk out to see
where you can actually fill in. And collaborations do help make this happen
very easily, so this is the whole defense
of the paper.
Ayesha: I would say it is very important, given the nature of the information
we provide, for us to constantly evolve
to remain useful and relevant to the
organization. This is what we are really
aiming at, and that is how our work has
changed with time. We really exist for
that purpose, solely. So this realization
is essential, and we need to appropriately upgrade our workforce to be able
to deliver the required levels of output.
The other thing that comes into play
here is the recognition of the roles of
the various stakeholders in this process.
Earlier on, I would say we didn’t really
consider that as much. We were more
inclined to say, this is what we think
they want, therefore this is what we
should generate. But now we do realize
how important it is for them to be part of
it all and to establish them as partners in
the course of creating a usable product
or usable information. Simultaneously,
it also works out a credible niche for us
as information professionals to be part
of the business process.
So we’re really looking at such a synergy, and it works well for us. Re-skilling
for these roles is quite critical, and
in our organization, we have quite a
remarkable learning system and environment. This can very well be (and is)
leveraged to create what would give the
necessary edge.

For the benefit of those who don’t have
the time or inclination to read your
paper, what’s the main message or
concept you want readers to take away
from it?

How did your overall experience at
SLA 2017 compare to that of attending
library conferences in India and other
parts of Asia?

Dhanashree: If my answer is to be a
one-liner, then I’d say, be prepared to
climb the hillock—very soon, it will be
a walk.
What I’m saying is to think beyond the
routine. It’s like extending and raising
the bar for your services. Opportunities
lie where users have a regular need—

Dhanashree: The canvas of SLA is
definitely huge, so I found there was
something in it for everybody. At most
conferences I attend, paper presentations fill up a major portion of the
conference schedule. SLA, in contrast,
offers many educational sessions for
different levels of expertise. Among
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the technical sessions, interestingly,
there were some covering typical corporate niche problems and some that I
remember, such as just-in-time deliveries and guarding against fake news.
Nobody teaches you this—it only
comes through experience. I like to say
misery loves company, so it fits like a
glove when SLA brings together experienced people with a bunch of likely
troubled people to discuss just this. This
especially reminds me of the breakfast
sessions, which I very much liked.
There was one other thing I noticed—
the reiterations of popular sessions postconference. This is something new, and
it should be practiced in India, too.
Everyone gets to hear you out; everybody gets to know the sessions despite
not having made it to the conference.
So that’s something really nice.
Having said that, a welcome change
recently seen in India is the focus
on business librarianship. There is an
annual conference jointly organized by
the Indian Institute of Management and
the Indian School of Business. They
call it “Emerging Trends in Business
Librarianship,” and it is set in an interesting format—they have PechaKucha
presentations, and they also have
moot court debates and case studies.
Recently, Taylor & Francis has been
making inroads into corporate libraries,
so there was a recent event focused on
collaborative value that libraries and
their partners can bring in for the organizations and the users. I’m hopeful to
see such business-oriented topics getting attention in the library conferences
in India.
Ayesha: I pretty much agree with
what Dhanashree has said. The contexts are unique in most of these cases,
but I would say that the scale of SLA
was impressive. I haven’t attended conferences outside my country in Asia,
but I have attended conferences in
the U.K., and I found that SLA was far
more exciting. The events were very
well thought out and balanced, and it
was very easy for us to interact. As first
timers, I would say especially that I felt
very comfortable straight off.
I did think we would get a little more
14

In 2016, Dhanashree took up oil painting, which she describes as a “childhood dream.” This is her
first painting; she has since painted three more and says she is “hooked” on it.

diversity in terms of countries represented there, but I guess all that really
depends on budgets and timing and
priorities and other factors, so maybe it
was something that was really just stuck
in my mind. The EXPO, I thought, was
quite spectacular and comprehensive—
we really discovered and learned a lot
from our interactions with the vendors
and what was on display. It also helped
create an incredible atmosphere.
So, now that you’ve attended an SLA
conference, I have to ask: What made
you decide to join SLA in the first
place, and what do you get out of it?
Ayesha: I joined SLA this year, actually, but am well acquainted with its workings because our IRC was a recipient
of a Center of Excellence Award from
the SLA Business & Finance Division in
2009. And many of my colleagues over
the years have been members of SLA,
so I am quite familiar, as I said, with
their activities. I’m still exploring its various aspects, and there are quite a lot of
interesting possibilities that I might like
to get involved with in the future.
Dhanashree: I joined SLA in April
2016, so this is my second year as a
member. The SLA website was always

Dhanashree at a farmhouse at Alibaug earlier
this year. “I am an outdoor person totally,”
she says.

very alluring in terms of its content, and
friends in my professional network have
benefited from SLA membership. SLA
is seen as a beacon showing the way,
so I joined.
The communications that we receive,
and of course Information Outlook, give
me a sense of the topics that are more
or less trending and help me focus on
new issues and get me to read more
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about them. Otherwise, I might not have
that much of an exposure to them. It
is also a guiding source to build up
our team’s competencies of business
libraries, because you know what is
happening, what are the competencies
that people are seeking out. So you get
good ideas there.
As for peer networking, opportunities
are plenty in SLA, I would say. I’m still
exploring. I have offered to volunteer,
and I’m waiting to see where and how
it takes me.
Stepping back even further from SLA,
what made you decide to become librarians, and how did you get into special
librarianship?
Dhanashree: Honestly, it was decided by my dad for me. Since his college
days, he had crossed paths with some
very knowledgeable, recognized librarians in Mumbai who were held in very
high esteem in society. So he was in
touch with them. Also, a family friend
who was a businessman and frequented corporations like Bayer and Pfizer
was well aware of special librarianship.
Knowing my penchant for reading, he
strongly recommended it—“This is a
profession where she’ll be mingling with
people seeking information, an educated segment of society.”
So all of this made a very positive
impression on us, and here I am. And
I can tell you my father is a very happy
man today. And I am, too! (laughs)
My first few jobs were short spans,
one after the other. They all happened
to be corporate libraries, which I so
much loved. So I am sticking with them,
happily.
Ayesha: I used good libraries when I
was a student, and the kind of work that
I would see them doing and the services
they imparted inspired me. In fact, I
was quite convinced, pretty early on,
that librarianship would suit me temperamentally because I liked research
and reading. And it actually did, when I
eventually got into it.
I was not very particular about the
kind of library I would like to work in
during the initial stages of my career.

But I did have enough exposure and
interest in the world of business, so
when the corporate library at TCS came
along, I was quite happy to take it. It
was my first job after a year-long stint
at the British Library in Kolkata. I have
been here ever since, now 22 years,
and it’s been very good to me and for
me.
You’ve both been librarians long enough
to have developed a sense of the public
perception of libraries and librarianship
in India. Are librarians well regarded, or
is librarianship considered a run-of-themill profession?
Ayesha: Librarianship used to be
quite a low-key profession in India,
especially around the time that I took it
up. I would say at that time it flourished
mostly in the academic world, which
clearly couldn’t do without libraries, and
also in some select public libraries.
I wouldn’t call it run-of-the-mill anymore, but it isn’t often the first choice
of professions here. It’s somewhat stereotyped, and I imagine that may be
the case in other countries as well.
However, things have also progressed
a good deal, especially with the kind of
position India now has in the world of
IT and the vast opportunities that are
now offered with the advent of technology in our particular field of work. So
I do feel now that many of those who
consider librarianship come into it better informed of their prospects and can
see varied possibilities in implementing
their expertise.
There’s also a greater attempt at
awareness of application in industry
that was sort of lacking earlier. With
industry offering internships to help
skill building and providing practical
exposure, there is a noticeable change.
TCS, for example, is quite committed to
providing such opportunities, and special libraries seem to be gaining an edge
in many sectors. I can really only speak
for that, because I’ve mostly worked in
a special library and had just about a
year’s experience in a public library.
Dhanashree: If you ask me, the perception of libraries and librarianship in

India depends on the type of libraries
and the regions and states they belong
to. In general, the public is aware of
school or academic libraries because
their kids use one, but for most of them,
there is a very fixed traditional image
that flashes in their mind when you
say you’re a librarian. Very few of them
understand special librarianship.
The public has not perceived the concept of information as a commodity—
for them, it is just books and journals
still. So our new labels that we put up,
like, say, research analyst or information researcher, are not comprehended
yet as a very natural extension of librarianship. Nevertheless, professionals in
information-intensive spaces like R&D
or technology do hold librarianship in
very high esteem. But the acceptance
of librarians giving research and analytical support has been somewhat slow;
it is very cautious, valued by those who
have benefited. This segment is, however, very small.
Talking about acceptance on the
regional level, India is the birthplace
of Dr. S.R. Ranganathan, a pioneer in
librarianship here in India. He set up a
very strong foundation of librarianship
by institutionalizing library legislation.
This has given a kind of legal push to
the profession, particularly the public
library sector. But not all states in India
have library legislation or an act. On the
whole, they are still lacking that public
perception and that visibility as compared to public libraries in the United
States.
In India also, we have yet to get the
best crop of students in iSchools. It is
not a sought-after domain for students.
But I believe this is a fact even in developed countries such as the U.K. and
U.S. I therefore think this is a point to
ponder for LIS leaders at the global
level. This is what comes to my mind at
both the micro and macro levels when
you talk about the perception of libraries
in India.
Your organization, Tata Consultancy
Services, employs a large number of
information professionals in locations
around the world. What’s the biggest
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advantage of being part of such a large
internal network of fellow librarians,
and what’s the biggest disadvantage?
Ayesha: We have arguably one of the
largest corporate library networks on
this side of the world. What we really
get from our network of librarians is
a great range, particularly in terms of
experience. We also have professionals from diverse fields, and they bring
to the table a melting pot of ideas and
perspectives. And we’ve been able to
happily work all of that into our fabric.
At the inception, the network was
somewhat unwieldy, and parallel prac-

and faculties and academies across
India. Annually, we also hold a threeday TCS IRC leadership meet we call
Lexicon. It is held in one of the seven
branches of TCS, so every time the
venue is different. And the highlight of
this meet is one evening spent with eminent library professionals in universities.
Now, this is only possible because
of our scale of operations worldwide.
By and large, these connections have
helped us professionally, in so many
ways one can imagine—hosting an
event, getting some important person
for a TCS event, sharing knowledge

info units—the information-intensive
units like the market research team
and the knowledge management team
and the IPR team. They all work in
tandem here.
We have to prove ourselves constantly, because we are all the time facing
these people and their contributions,
along with ours. So our contribution
must add value, it must have some
differentiator, and we have to stay put
firmly in this place. And that is why I
mentioned in the paper that the roles
like KM and CM and L&D assume a
very gigantic proportion in the organization of TCS. They are taken up largely
by the niche experienced experts and
definitely stay outside the purview of
the library.
Some of this leaves a very creepy
feeling that each of them is eating a
pie off your cake. So that is something
upsetting.
Your paper described how the
Information Resource Centre at Tata
made the leap from providing information to providing intelligence. Looking
ahead, do you see a step beyond intelligence? What’s the next phase in the
evolution of the IRC?

Ayesha practices calligraphy at a school at the Confucius Center in Kolkata. She is interested in
Chinese culture and is learning to speak Mandarin.

tices existed (as you can understand)
without too many common standards.
All of this would lead to disparities. But
with communication the way it is now—
and our organization stresses a lot of
standardization and quality—we imbibe
a lot of the principles and practices
of the main organization. So we have
come a long way, and we are a very well
unified group today.
Dhanashree: The IRC has a presence
in all of the one-tier and two-tier metros
in India, so looking at the network, we
have huge contacts built up through our
IRC colleagues, and we network with
the local eminent librarians on boards
16

about content partners or library systems, or best practices. Or even learning from their failures, for that matter.
All of this comes very easily on a
personal level. Now that is a wealth of
information and a mine of information
for us, when we network like this.
But when you talk about disadvantages, yes, they are there, too. Decisions
definitely take longer because it takes
time to reach consensus across so
many branches and so many people.
Any process change or deployment
is very, very slow. But the one that is
unsettling the most, I would say, is the
internal competition with what I call the

Dhanashree: If you’re talking about
beyond intelligence, then obviously it
is wisdom. Wisdom is how you apply
intelligence to a given situation, and
that we rest with the business go-getters
of the organization. They have years of
experience—industry experience and
field experience—behind them, so we
do not meddle with that. But the next
phase for the IRC, to me, looks like how
differently will we execute the functions
of all these processes that we are doing
right now—the content acquisition, the
archival, the delivery—and what new
partnerships will we build in the future?
We do not really comprehend what kind
of new collaborations we will be made
to do.
TCS is definitely moving to digital,
and the IRC will undoubtedly transform
to become a very big digital information
hub, according to me. And we are in
the process of tightly integrating the IRC
with all of the other TCS platforms that
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I mentioned, the L&D and the research
and the KM, so users can experience
a one-stop discovery and a seamless
journey within our information space
at TCS.
But in the true sense of the word, if
you’re talking about the evolution of the
IRC, to me it means that we ensure that
our innovative services that we want
to come out with drive the technology,
rather than we adapt to the regular
technology with all of its limitations and
compromises. So that’s where I see IRC
going, and maybe in time TCS robots
will give this interview to you in some
years to come. (laughs)
Ayesha: When I look ahead, what I
would like is that we should blend into
the system—not just providing intelligence, but also helping them see where
it lies and how they can use it and go
even further, maybe into more predictive analysis and so on. But we are still
consolidating our position at this level in
many ways, so we will have to take it as
it comes and be agile enough to adapt.
There are always possibilities for the
future. We are mostly in-house right
now, but could certainly look beyond in
terms of partnering with those we support in creating commercial products or
services or consulting in this field. And
there are a lot of things to do to move
ahead, and we are keeping tabs on how
we evolve. So let’s see, I would say.
What’s the most important lesson about
librarianship that you weren’t taught
in library school? Do you wish you’d
learned it in school, or was it better
that you learned it when you did?
Ayesha: It’s essential to understand
the context and dynamics of each job—
they are unique in each case. And I
always believe in having the courage of
your convictions. Our profession doesn’t
often get its dues, and we need to help
change that, so it is important to tell
yourself that.
It may not be possible to learn all
of this in school, because they focus
mostly on fundamentals. But when
you’re in the real world, in a business
setting, that’s when you really learn to

stand on your own feet and stand your
own ground to be a worthy professional.
Dhanashree: My thoughts resonate
along the same lines. Library school
for me is now a distant past—30 years
or so. Library schools orient you in the
fundamentals of librarianship, but if
you’re talking about us today, standing

Ayesha visits the Forbidden City in Beijing during a visit to China.

here, much of what makes us and what
we are today is the learning on our jobs.
The most important lesson I learned
on the job is the art of negotiation. You
need real people to master it. You need
it at every step, with all stakeholders—
your vendors, your management, your
colleagues, your peers, your difficult
users (every library has them). (laughs)
Facing reality on the job actually
grounds you. This is where the rubber meets the road, I would say. And
job situations are real platforms for the
contentious and meaningful learning
that you would want to have. So I would
say that being a passionate practitioner
makes one a very good learner, a great
learner. SLA
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Creating a Personality for
Your Library
A brand will help communicate the mission and identity
of your library or information center and raise its profile
with audiences.
BY KAREN G. WHITE, MLS, MA

Quick! Close your eyes and picture the
Coca Cola® logo. You remembered
it, didn’t you? The red script is simple
and easy to remember, and has been
associated with the product since 1886.
The private sector knows how powerful branding can be and pays millions
of dollars to create and update their
logos and collateral marketing materials. Take a page from their book and
attract more clients by creating a brand,
or new personality, for your library.
The brand imagery will appear on your
website, your brochure, your blogs, and
everything else you use to promote your
services.
(If your library or information center
is part of an organization that already
has a strong brand and logo, check
with your organization’s communications staff to see if the library can put
its own logo under the organization’s
logo in a smaller font. Many government
agencies, for example, allow this.)
Fortunately, there’s no need to spend
a lot of money on a branding campaign.
Graphic designers are more affordable
than most people think. Google “graphic designer” and the name of your city,
or ask colleagues for recommendations.
Look for designers who work alone or

are relatively new, and make sure you
like the sample work on their websites.
You can also contact a graphic design
professor at your local college, who can
connect you with a promising student
eager to work on a real project.
If hiring a designer to create your
brand is beyond your budget, you still
have options. Many librarians have
creative minds and experience with
graphics programs and will jump at the
chance to work on a branding project.
Choose one of the many free design
software programs to translate your
ideas into graphics; use the ratings by
Creative Bloq (www.creativeblog.com)
to choose a program.
You may also want to consider a
“hybrid” approach that uses both a
designer and library staff. Several years
ago, I worked in a library that got very
little foot or web traffic. The logo consisted of Roman pillars and a book.
Unfortunately, this logo strongly projected a stodgy and old-fashioned personality—a final resting place for books,
and ancient ones at that!
Realizing that we would never attract
more clients with such a logo, the staff
discussed the kind of personality we
wanted to project: a high-technology

KAREN WHITE is a library project manager with experience in
federal libraries, association libraries, and nonprofit organizations.
She can be reached at karen_g_white@yahoo.com.

library whose librarians were eager to
connect with customers. Our budget
for the branding project was small, so
the director offered a prize to the librarian who could create the best tagline,
which became EXPLORE | DISCOVER |
CONNECT. The designer we later hired
incorporated the tagline into the branding, and the librarian was happy with
her extra day off!
Regardless of whether you hire a
designer or use in-house library staff,
start the branding process with a staff
meeting to share ideas about the
image you want your library to convey.
Consider your client base, colors, and
the logos of other libraries in your field.
If you’re planning to use an outside
designer, you’re now ready to write a
simple request for proposal (RFP) to
send to the graphic designers on your
list. An RFP lets designers know that
you have a job available and describes
your requirements. It should include
the following elements:
The mission of your library and a
description of your clients. Are they
engineers? Teachers? Government policymakers? What message do you want
to send them about your library? What
current challenges do you hope to
overcome?
A detailed list of your requirements.
What is your time frame? How many
initial design ideas do you want the
designer to produce? For example, you
may ask the designer to create three
to five initial designs, one of which will
be developed further. Will your logo be
used in print pieces as well as online?
Do you need a branded PowerPoint
or report template featuring your logo?
Are there certain colors that must be
included or avoided?
Make it clear what the deliverables
will be and what formats you need,
such as JPG or PDF. Ask for as many
formats as possible, since future projContinued on page 22
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Tackling Licensing Issues
in Your Library
Educating yourself about digital licensing is the best way to
ensure your library and users have access to the resources
they need, on terms that work for them.
BY LESLEY ELLEN HARRIS, JD

As libraries increasingly acquire content in a digital format, librarians and
information professionals are finding
they cannot avoid the associated duties
of acquiring, negotiating, interpreting,
and managing digital content licenses.
While licensing content has become an
everyday occurrence in most libraries,
many librarians and information professionals did not cover this subject matter
in school. Although some librarians are
comfortable—or becoming more comfortable—dealing with licenses (from
negotiating to interpreting them), others
feel licenses should be the domain of
lawyers.
I frequently receive questions from
librarians about licensing digital content, so this column and its tips are
written from the perspective of a librarian or information professional as a
user or licensee of someone else’s
digital content, including electronic
databases, journals, and periodicals.
However, more and more libraries and
organizations are licensing content they
own, such as manuscripts or images, to
others. You will find these tips helpful
whether you read them from the perspective of either an owner or consumer
(licensee) of content.

Licensing Frustrations
in the Library
Along with license agreements
often come frustrations, such as the
following:
• Libraries now have to enter into legal
agreements just to access content
for their “shelves.”
• Access to lawyers is not always available or immediate, and it can be
costly.
• Agreements that were perfectly
fine at the time of signing become
outdated because of technological
advances.
• Electronic uses of content must
be monitored or regulated to some
degree, whereas patrons can freely
roam libraries’ print bookshelves
without the same restrictions.
• Some vendors and other content
providers offer supposedly nonnegotiable licenses or licenses that do not
work for your library.
• You may find yourself negotiating a
license with someone who knows
less about licensing than you, making the negotiating process more

LESLEY ELLEN HARRIS is a copyright consultant, author and
blogger and an expert in navigating copyright issues. the third edition
of her book Licensing Digital Content: A Practical Guide for Librarians
will be published by ALA editions later this year. Contact her at
lesleyellenharris@me.com.

difficult and requiring you to educate
this person.
• The cost, time, and new knowledge
required to negotiate a digital content license is not needed when
acquiring print materials.
• There can be ambiguity about
archiving electronic materials that
you could previously keep on bookshelves indefinitely (or until they
were destroyed or became obsolete).
Unfortunately, there is no magic
answer to overcoming these and other
frustrations. As always, educating yourself about digital licensing and learning
from your own (and your colleagues’)
experiences will help mitigate these
annoyances.

Licensing Situations
You May Face
Following are some questions about
licensing I have received from information professionals.
A content owner’s licensing terms and
conditions are ill-conceived and poorly
written. Is it my role as a licensee to
help this licensor improve its contract
language? While it is not your role per
se to educate licensors, it is in your
library’s best interests for its license
agreements to be written as clearly as
possible and with terms that are favorable to your needs. You or other future
licensees may reap the benefits of the
time you invest in helping the licensor improve the contract. Additionally,
the goodwill you accumulate in doing
so may help you negotiate terms and
conditions that are more favorable than
in the past.
A publisher has provided a license
that contains hyperlinks to separate
documents addressing overarching
terms and conditions. We do not know
when changes are made to these documents. All terms and conditions of a
license should be spelled out in the
license itself (or in appendices to the
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license) so both parties fully understand what they are agreeing to. Ask
for a single document to act as your
license, and do not accept a “piecemeal” license that may be confusing,
with parts that may contradict each
other. This approach also benefits the
future administration and interpretation
of the license agreement.
What should we do when the account
manager for a licensor makes verbal assurances regarding future price
increases? Any terms and conditions
that you are relying upon should be in
writing in your license.
How are we to know what all of the
terminology in a license agreement
actually means? It is important to educate yourself about licensing terminology generally. That said, all terminology
used in a license agreement should be
defined within the agreement, unless
terms are used in the ordinary dictionary sense. Even then, it could be beneficial to include such terminology in the
agreement’s definitions section, either
at the beginning of the license or in an
appendix attached to it.
I believe that interlibrary loan of
licensed content is covered under fair
use, yet the language in many licenses
is restrictive and prohibits this necessary activity. How can we enable librar-

ies to practice ILL without violating
agreements? If ILL is important to your
library, you should negotiate an ILL
clause with the licensor. If the licensor
will not agree to terms that work for you,
consider finding a different licensor for
the content you need.
My hands are tied. The licensor of the
content my library needs has provided a
nonnegotiable contract. License agreements are rarely nonnegotiable. Before
responding to the licensor, ensure you
understand your needs and then assess
how the proposed contract does and
does not meet them. Talk to the licensor about your needs and the gaps in
the proposed contract, then commence
a negotiation process. At the end of
the day, you both want the license to
go ahead, so be patient and continue
to explain your needs and what will get
you to sign the agreement.
With education and experience,
librarians and information professionals can be as comfortable with their
licensing duties as other parts of their
role. Remember, it is best to enter into
license negotiations with an open mind
and lots of patience. At the end of the
day, you want to acquire the content
and license agreement that best meets
your needs. SLA

To view the schedule, agenda, and other
information about the symposium,
visit www.sla.org.
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Opening Doors through
Distance Learning
Webinars, podcasts, and other distance learning tools
allow you to reach dispersed audiences and engage them
at levels that best meet their learning needs.
BY SOPHIA GUEVARA, MLIS, MPA

Professionals who are interested in
learning but can’t make it out of town to
attend conferences or symposia often
rely on distance learning solutions.
Distance learning enables would-be
learners to engage with information and
ideas no matter where they are located.
Distance learning includes both
fee-based and free tools, including
WebEx, Google Hangouts, YouTube’s
live streaming, blog software, podcasts,
Blackboard, and Canvas. While tools
like Blackboard and Canvas are more
often seen in the academic environment, many readers of this column may
be more familiar with webinar software
and podcasts.
Both SLA and the SLA Information
Technology Division regularly utilize distance learning tools. For example, SLA
offers webinars that educate information
professionals about topics such as data
curation and bibliometrics, while the IT
Division provides webinars on digital
strategies, social network analysis, and
other tech-related topics through its
“Virtual Events” series.
If you are responsible for developing
a distance learning opportunity, you
may want to check out professional
associations like the Association for
Talent Development. With resources
like the “Science of Learning” blog,

ATD can help you better understand
how to engage your audience. In addition, you should keep the following
considerations in mind:
Communication. The first question to
consider is, what features of communication are required and/or desired?
Is the simple distribution of recorded
content enough, or would you like to
enhance the presentation of live content with some chat interaction? Maybe
you desire more complex learning interactions, such as polling/feedback, testing capabilities, or even collaboration
spaces. In some instances you may
even require certification of completion,
which might include the adoption of
best practices and industry standards.
Interaction. How deeply do you want
to engage your audience? Some people
who are responsible for distance learning rely on a webinar format that allows
little interaction with and among those
who attend; others engage their audiences with tests or discussion questions,
depending on the tools they use. An
example of the latter is the Consortium
of Foundation Libraries’ Self-Paced
Technology Learning Program, which
provides professionals from consortium
member organizations with opportunities to stay up to date with social technology advances. Program participants

SOPHIA GUEVARA is the past chair of SLA’s
Information Technology Division. She can be reached
at sophiaguevara@gmail.com.

perform weekly exercises that require
them to develop their own blog and
write comments about their own learning experience. To increase interest in
the program, the consortium offers a
few tech prizes to those who participate.
Learning on the run? What delivery
system is most beneficial to your audience? While many distance learning
programs rely on course management
systems or webinars to deliver content,
why not make use of podcasts that
people can listen to while on their way
to work? The Consortium of Foundation
Libraries used podcasts—and developed an iTunes channel for just this
purpose—to provide member professionals with an opportunity to learn from
others in the field. For those who did
not have access to iTunes, the consortium made .WAV and .MP3 versions of
the files available, and an XSPF player
was posted on the CFL blog as another
solution for those seeking access to the
podcasts.
Marketing. Don’t think that people
will attend your learning program just
because you develop it. Attendance is
a function of marketing, and marketing requires knowing the audience you
are trying to capture. A few lessons
I’ve learned about marketing learning were published on the Council on
Foundations’ Re:Philanthropy blog. One
lesson is to experiment with the delivery
of content to pique interest in the program while also providing an opportunity to try new technology. In addition,
find those in your network who will be
willing to go to bat for you to tell others
about the learning event.
Going beyond the PowerPoint. While
developing content for your learning
session, think about using infographics
to tell your story. A few tools to consider
are Piktochart, Info.gram, and Ease.ly.
You can read more about do-it-yourself
infographic design at https://www.cof.
org/blogs/re-philanthropy/2013-03-06/
designing-infographic-tell-your-story.
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Mobile devices. Tools like WebEx
require users to download an app to
stream content on a mobile device. As
someone who has faced this situation
with an app-filled phone, I’ve found
myself uninstalling an app or two to
make room for the webinar app, causing me to sign into the session a few
minutes later than expected. If you
are delivering content using a tool that
requires an app download, make sure
to remind session registrants beforehand so they are ready to sign in without missing a beat. In addition, don’t
forget about the learner with disabilities.
You can learn more about this topic
at http://www.washington.edu/doit/programs/accessdl.
Scheduling constraints. Think about
making learning accessible for those
who may not be able to meet the date or
time constraints of a scheduled event.
For example, if you are offering a learning session using WebEx, connect with
the presenter beforehand to see if he or
she would object to having the session
recorded. The recorded content can be
made available free of charge or for a
reasonable fee.
Used properly, distance learning can
open doors to a distributed audience.
Make sure the technology you use to
deliver the content doesn’t inadvertently close doors by making learning
difficult. SLA
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ects may require different formats. In
addition, include the number of meetings (either in person or via phone or
Skype) you think you will need with the
designer. Consider requiring an initial
meeting to discuss the project, another
to see the initial design ideas, and a
final meeting to discuss or tweak the
final deliverables.
The criteria for selecting the winning proposal. Unless your criteria are
clear, no designer will feel it’s worth
his/her time to submit a proposal. At
a minimum, ask for the names of past
clients, samples of previous branding
work, and a description of the process
the designer uses to develop a brand
and logo. If you have a strict budget or
range, include it. In addition, ask the
designer what sets his or her work apart
from others.
Your schedule. When do you anticipate starting and ending the branding
project? Try to set tentative dates for
awarding the work, holding the initial
meeting, selecting a design, and so
on. Your schedule may eliminate some
designers whose schedules are already
crowded. Make sure you provide contact information for a point person who
can answer questions about the RFP.
Now, send the RFP to all of the
competing designers so they have the
same information. If you receive questions from one or more of the designers,
make sure you share the questions and
answers with all of the designers. This
will ensure a level playing field for the
competition. SLA
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